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Biographers of George Eliot, when writing about her childhood, have focused on
her close and complicated relationships with two of the most important men in her life,
her father Robert Evans and brother Isaac Evans. Less discussed are Eliot’s relationships
with her immediate female family members, her mother Christiana Pearson Evans and
her sister Christiana (Chrissey) Evans Clarke. This thesis reviews the predominant
interpretations of Eliot’s relations with her father and brother. It also pulls together the
known information about Christiana and Chrissey from several major biographies and
adds new insights from Eliot's letters in combination with two of her most famous
fictional works, Adam Bede (1859) and The Mill on the Floss (1860).
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3
INTRODUCTION

George Elioti was arguably the most acclaimed female writer in the Victorian Era.
She accomplished what few women of her time could—having a successful career in
which she was able to analyze and speak about the world around her as she saw it. Eliot’s
ability to build characters and entire towns and lives with such vivid detail speaks to her
skill as an observer. Eliot was used to being the silent and thoughtful observer who saw
all the little truths about people, the honesty and vulnerability in people’s actions and
beliefs.
The source of Eliot’s ability to observe and dissect human nature was in her
childhood. George Eliot from a young age was a rare genius, and it is clear from
comments of those who knew her as a child that many people were aware of her
extraordinary intelligence long before she began her writing career. By giving closer
examination to George Eliot's childhood, it is possible to discern connections between the
familial characters in her fiction and her own family relations, revealing the amount of
influence Eliot's life had on her writing. Because so little has been written about Eliot's
mother and sister, this thesis pulls together all the known information from the major
biographies on Eliot and adds new insights from Eliot's letters.
First, I will examine Eliot's relationship with her father, Robert Evans. Robert
was, perhaps, the first person to notice and embrace Eliot's curious nature. In Eliot’s
letters and in her fiction, Robert Evans is depicted as a man of rare honor and strict moral
principles. Though he is in many ways a commonplace Victorian man, the pride and
integrity he upheld in every aspect of his life paints him as a common man’s hero, and
this is solidified by Eliot’s honoring of him in the titular character of Adam Bede (1859).
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One can learn more about Robert Evans through David Paterson’s Fair Seed-Time
(2019) than in any of the George Eliot biographies, because this monograph focuses on
George Eliot’s father and his relationship with the Newdigate family whose vast wealth
and land ownership had an extraordinary influence on the Evans’s family life. The book
specifically highlights Robert’s successful career as a land-agent, which he completely
reinvented over his many years of working for wealthy estate owners. Robert Evans’s
story, from birth to death, shows him to be an extremely intelligent man in his own right.
Evans never ceased to learn from the land around him, and his passion for improvement
and strong sense of integrity was a gift he passed down to his children. Paterson’s
enthusiastic biography of Robert Evans provides evidence of how George Eliot related to
her father and encourages deeper investigation into Eliot’s own views of her father.
George Eliot felt a strong love and kinship with her father. Though their
relationship had its tensions, it is clear both father and daughter shared the same curious
and passionate nature. Where Robert constantly sought knowledge through the land and
his experience, George Eliot sought it through the great minds and lands beyond her.
While their different methods of learning led them ultimately to different positions in life,
they shared a deep hunger to improve their lot in life and were extraordinarily persistent
in their goals. George Eliot appears to have inherited from her father a fierce
determination and tendency for defiance when she believed she was in the right.
After Eliot's father Robert Evans, her older brother Isaac Evans also proved to be
a significant influence in Eliot's life and writing. It is well documented by George Eliot
biographers such as Gordon S. Haight (1968), Rosemary Ashton (1996), Rosemarie
Bodenheimer (1994), and Ruby Redinger (1975) that the relationship between Isaac
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Evans and his younger sister was a close but complicated one. Eliot’s biographers and
critics generally agree that the best account of the relationship between Isaac and George
Eliot comes straight from her own hand in The Mill on the Floss (1860).
The similarities between young Eliot and Isaac and The Mill on the Floss siblings
Tom and Maggie Tulliver are impossible to ignore. From their childhood adventures in
the Red Deeps, to their separation through schooling and age, and the eventual wedge
driven between sister and brother by pride and differing principles, the tragic tale of Tom
and Maggie Tulliver reflects the rise and fall of Eliot's relationship with Isaac. Two of
George Eliot’s most respected biographers, Rosemary Ashton and Gordon Haight, have
compared the similarities between them and conclude that The Mill on the Floss is Eliot’s
most personal and autobiographical novel, in which she was able to work out ambivalent
feelings about her family, especially her brother, that she may never have realized in life.
Where my view of George Eliot’s relationship with Isaac differs from these and
several biographers is in believing the relationship between the siblings was incompletely
resolved when Eliot began to cohabitate with George Henry Lewes, a man who was
already married with children. Isaac’s excommunication of Eliot from the Evans family is
infamous, or at least very well known. While his response was cruel, it also seems to
have been one of the main catalysts for Eliot’s great success as an author. No longer
under any obligation to appease her family and armed with dozens of memories from
which she could gain inspiration, after her separation from her living family members
Eliot was able to write, analyze, and critique the world around her, fueled by her own
questions of humanity's flaws, successes, and pains. What is minimized by Eliot’s
biographers, is that Eliot’s love for her brother never truly dissipated; I contend that,
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despite so much success, she always longed for reunification with the brother with whom
she had spent her childhood. While Eliot and Isaac’s story does not end with them dying
together as Maggie and Tom do, they did end up lovingly reuniting if only in words
though this resolution is often minimized or left out of the narrative.
While a great deal of space is given to Robert and Isaac throughout some the most
well-regarded biographies of George Eliot, questions remain about what became of
Eliot’s other siblings, primarily her older sister, Chrissey. Though there are no surviving
letters between them, Chrissey is mentioned in some of George Eliot’s journals and
letters to friends. Chrissey is also perceptible in many of Eliot’s fictional characters such
as Lucy Deane, Gritty Moss, and Celia Brooke, though this connection is missing or
minimal in many accounts of George Eliot’s life. It was mainly Chrissey, her tragic life,
and Eliot’s obvious love for her sister that mainly drew me into researching George
Eliot’s early life when, instead of being a genius author, she was simply Mary Ann
Evans. Eliot’s fiction contains multiple examples of loving female relationships, between
sisters, relatives, and friends alike. Her own relationships with female family members
and friends are also well documented throughout her personal writing. Even though the
records of Eliot’s relationship with her older sister are sparse, one may infer from Eliot's
frequent and warm descriptions of close relations between women that she valued the
role of platonic female relationships in her life.
Information about Chrissey is not easy to come by. In many of the biographies of
George Eliot, including those by authors such as Blanche Colton Williams (1936),
William Mottram (1906), and Arthur Paterson (1928), there is little to no mention of
Chrissey at all. This omission may seem reasonable until one explores more deeply the
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details of the tragic life Chrissey led, and the impact this had on George Eliot both as a
young woman and eventually successful author. Chrissey, who appeared as graceful,
beautiful, obedient, was the antithesis of the homely, awkward, and cerebral Eliot. It is
speculated, and in part recorded in The Mill on the Floss, that Chrissey and Eliot were
constantly compared to one another.
Sadly, Eliot was never reunited with Chrissey before Chrissey died at the end of a
short and hard life. Two sisters, though deeply dedicated to one another, were separated
by the men in their family. Though their resistance to the authority of their father and
brother took different forms, both appear to have partially bowed to these patriarchal
forces, Chrissey because of her debt to her brother Isaac and Eliot because of her
dedication to Lewes. The plight of George Eliot and Chrissey spoke to me as a larger
social issue of patriarchal dominance, with which women in Victorian England struggled.
If Chrissey and George Eliot could not have been reunited in life, their story, repeated
here in more importance and detail than previous biographical assessment, helps restore
their relationship to documented history. My focus on the female relationships in both
Eliot’s life and fiction, I hope, will inspire others to explore and uncover more details.

I: ROBERT EVANS AND CHRISTIANA PEARSON EVANS

Robert Evans was born in 1773 in Roston Common, Derbyshire to a family of
carpenters (D. Paterson, 1-2). Though he came from humble beginnings, Robert Evans
exhibited an ambitious drive similar to that of his youngest daughter and from his young
adulthood worked extremely hard to create a life and reputation of honor for himself and
the Evans name. Robert began his life as a forester, but through many years of labor and
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strategic social connections, he became a very successful and admired land agent
throughout the Midlands of England. As a land agent, Robert managed and assisted in the
development of estates owned by many rich and powerful families in the area, the most
famous of which were the Newdigates of Arbury Hall.
In the 1790’s, Robert began his work for Francis Newdigate as a forester at
Wootton Hall. Here he met his first wife Harriet Poyton, a ladies-maid for Newdigate’s
wife (D. Paterson, 11). Robert’s work ethic, coupled with his marriage to Harriet—whom
Lady Newdigate considered a close companion—strengthened his relationship with the
Newdigate patriarch. Robert was given more responsibility in managing Newdigate’s
various properties and projects throughout the years, moving away from his initial
position as forester into a more managerial role. In 1802, Robert and Harriet moved to
Newdigate’s estate at Kirk Hallam, where Robert was tasked with helping to restore the
old property (D. Paterson, 11). It was at Kirk Hallam that Robert and Harriet began to
raise their two children, Robert (Jr) and Frances (Fanny), George Eliot’s older halfsiblings.
In 1806, Robert Evans’s association with Frances Newdigate began to benefit his
social status, as Newdigate inherited the impressive and historic Arbury Hall, a large
estate located in Nuneaton. Over the next year, Robert, Harriet, and their two young
children steadily made the move to Arbury, where Robert was named the primary land
agent of the property and put to work maintaining, restoring, and managing the many
projects already set in motion by the Newdigates. Some of these projects included
overseeing the Griff mines and the construction of canals that served to connect Arbury
with other towns and centers of business in the Midlands area.

9
In 1809, Harriet died, leaving Robert a widower with two young children, Robert
(Jr) seven and Fanny only four. It wasn’t until 1813 that Robert was remarried to
Christiana Pearson, mother to his three remaining children Christiana (Chrissey), Isaac,
and finally Mary Ann (D. Paterson, 36). Still in their teens, Robert (Jr) and Fanny
eventually moved back to Kirk Hallam, where Robert (Jr) acted as a subagent for his
father and Fanny as her brother’s housekeeper and eventually a governess for relatives of
the Newdigates (Haight, 4).
Robert’s second wife, Christiana Pearson came from a well-off family and—
similar to Harriet—offered Robert a connection with some families of higher social class
in the area. The pairing of Robert Evans and Christiana Pearson is commonly compared
to that of Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss. While the
characters of Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver do not quite match up with that of Robert and
Christiana Evans; their marriage situations do mirror one another in some way. Mrs.
Tulliver—formerly Bessy Dodson—comes from a well-off and influential family and
shocks her family by marrying a man who, upon first impression, does not meet the
expectations of her demanding sisters (Haight, 2). Like Mr. Tulliver, Robert Evans did
not come from much money, but through hard work and his own intelligence gained
himself social capital and respect that allowed him to win over a woman many might
have seen as above his social standing.
The newly wed Robert and Christiana Evans settled into a home at South Farm,
part of the Arbury property, where they had their first child Christiana (Chrissey) in 1814,
their first boy Isaac in 1816, and finally Robert’s youngest, Mary Ann, in 1819. Scholars
note that the names of the three youngest children demonstrate the influence of Christiana
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Pearson’s family, with Chrissey being named for her mother, Isaac for his maternal
grandfather, and Mary Ann for her maternal aunts (Haight, 3). When Mary Ann was still
a baby, the family once again moved, this time to Griff—a larger house still on the
Arbury property—where Robert oversaw the Newdigate mines. Here Mary Ann spent
most of her childhood, and later would recall the Griff landscape as inspiration for her
fiction and poetry, especially Maggie's childhood home in The Mill on the Floss.
It can be inferred from very basic information about Robert and Christiana Evans
that they led a very different life than their youngest daughter eventually would as
George Eliot. In George Eliot’s Family Life and Letters (1928), Arthur Paterson asserts,
“her parents . . . were plain country folk, shrewd, hard-working, and very efficient. They
were high-principled people, kind hearted and generous, and able to see that their
youngest was not as other children, but too severely limited intellectually to understand
her in the least” (2). Arthur Paterson has a point in noting that the intellectual differences
between parent and child, particularly in the case of George Eliot’s unique genius, can
create tension within a relationship, but I cannot agree that Eliot's parents were "severely
limited intellectually" as Arthur Paterson claims. Robert Evans, in general, was a
reserved and traditional man, dedicated to his stable religious and political views as an
Anglican and Tory. Robert's own steadfast values created problems between father and
daughter when, in her young adult life, Mary Ann began to explore a more progressive
and eccentric curiosities that would at times come into conflict with her father’s core
beliefs, but faith and religious zeal does not indicate a person is “severely limited
intellectually.” While little is known about Christiana’s education, it is quite clear from
Robert Evans’s history that he was anything but limited intellectually. His spelling was
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inconsistent but his journal thoughts were clear and direct (D. Paterson, 7). Robert
essentially reinvented the role of a land agent in this area of the Midlands, and through
his managerial talent gained many positions of leadership. Robert’s “practical knowledge
and strict honesty won him the respect of everyone so that he was in great demand as a
valuer and arbitrator, sometimes being chosen independently by both sides in a dispute”
(Haight, 1-2).
Multiple times throughout his career as land agent of Arbury, Robert was called
upon by the Newdigates to settle legal disputes among family members. In one instance,
he helped Frances Newdigate establish the need for cutting timber in managing the
Arbury estate, something another family member claimed went beyond Frances's duty to
simply maintain the estate (D. Paterson, 78). It was Robert’s knowledge from his time as
a forester that informed his reasoning and won Frances Newdigate the dispute, and
consistently the knowledge he gained from one job would inform another. Robert’s vast
knowledge would later even inform Eliot’s writing of rural farm and estate life. While he
may not have been interested in the same intellectual ambitions as his daughter, Robert
Evans was anything but “limited intellectually” instead he just prioritized a different type
of intellect and experience.
Scholars are left with many questions when it comes to Christiana Evans and who
she was as a woman and mother because Mary Ann herself was largely silent about her
mother in her journals and correspondence. Christiana sent each of her three children
away to school at a young age. Isaac was sent to school at Foleshill at the age of eight,
and Mary Ann joined Chrissey at school three miles from Griff at the age of five (Haight,
6). This might suggest Christiana was either unable or uninterested in being an involved
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mother. In his own attempts to analyze the relationship between Christiana and a young
Mary Ann, Gordon Haight suggests that Christiana “had never been very close to Mary
Ann” (21). This assessment can only be speculation; if there was a tension between the
two, George Eliot might have been expected to write it into her fiction, as she does with
her father and brother. Although Christiana may have been absent, she may also have
been a safe and comfortable refuge. The mother-daughter relationship may not have
needed to be worked out in the same way relationships with the father and brother did.
Haight’s claims are based on Eliot’s own silence on her mother and have led some critics
to theorize there might have been some deeper tension between the mother and daughter
that may not have had the chance to surface due to Christiana's short life.
In George Eliot and Intoxication (2000), Kathleen McCormack ends her book
with an epilogue speculating that Christiana Evans might have struggled with alcoholism,
offering some explanation as to why the Evans children were sent away to school at such
early ages and why George Eliot was able to depict such accurate portrayals of
alcoholism in her fiction. After the death of twin boys in 1821, Christiana became very
sick and continued to have health problems for the remainder of her short life.
McCormack suggests that Christiana’s chronic illness gave her “an excuse to resort to
such remedies . . . whose ingredients consisted almost entirely of alcohol and opium”
(204). Modern knowledge of both drug and alcohol addiction would suggest how easy it
might have been for Christiana to become addicted to such substances, especially if taken
on a regular basis for an extended length of time to cope with illness or the loss of her
twin boys. The speculation of addiction is only more validated by records of billing
information for Griff house, which showed “substantial supplies,” of alcohol being
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delivered and stored there (McCormack, 204). This suggests that Christiana would have
had ample access to alcohol, which perhaps kept her from being actively involved with
her children’s upbringing; it should be noted though that stores of alcohol were common
in many Victorian households. Though her evidence is insufficient, McCormack's theory
of Christiana struggling with alcoholism would help to explain her absence from George
Eliot’s records, especially in comparison to those of Robert Evans. Other critics have
neither supported or condemned McCormack's views. They tend to focus on Robert and
Isaac instead of Christiana and her namesake Chrissey.
Christiana Evans died of what many suspect was cancer on February 3, 1836
when Mary Ann was only sixteen. The death of Christiana was especially difficult for
Robert, who at the time was also ill and never fully recovered. Now a widower for a
second time, Robert was unable to fully care for himself and the Evans family home.
Though Chrissey was older and perhaps was more appropriate to take over Christiana’s
role in the Evans home, it was Mary Ann upon whom Robert chose to lean during this
time. Mary Ann returned home from school to care for her father and become his
personal housekeeper and companion at Griff. “It was Mary Ann whom Mr. Evans took
with him to Coventry to buy wallpaper and to choose a new sideboard; Mary Ann
mended clothes, looked after servants, and in the evenings read [Robert] his favorite
novels of Walter Scott” (Haight, 21-22). The move back to Griff disrupted Mary Ann’s
studies and threw her into a world of domestic responsibilities that she was not quite
equipped to balance on her own; however, as she once put it, her father was “the one
deep strong love [she had] ever known,” and she appeared to be willing to make the
sacrifice (Haight, 21-22).
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Mary Ann’s life back at Griff, from what scholars can gather from her writing,
was not as rosy as her childhood there once was. Arthur Paterson may be right to describe
life at Griff as now
. . . too forlorn and too lonely an experience to be family life in the true sense. Her
position at home at sixteen, upon her mother’s death, was that of a manager and
sometimes drudge, not the happy daughter of the house, and though, having an
abnormal sense of duty and a never-sleeping conscience, she filled the part well
(22).
Chrissey was married to Edward Clarke, a promising physician, in May of 1837, and as
Mary Ann learned her role as the sole caretaker of the Evans family home, Robert and
Isaac both continued to be consumed in their roles as land agents (Haight, 22). While
Mary Ann did suffer from loneliness and boredom in her duties as housekeeper, life at
Griff and among Evans family members settled for a while. Mary Ann continued to live
with the men most important to her, Robert and Isaac, while Chrissey moved several
miles away to Meriden, Fanny and her husband lived in Baginton, and Robert (Jr)
continued to stay in Kirk Hallam. The Evans’s family ties were not yet weakened due to
distance (Haight, 4).
In 1840, Isaac became engaged to Sarah Rawlins (Ashton, 31-33). This led to a
time of disruption and change for Mary Ann as she was suddenly forced to leave her
childhood home. At the age of sixty-seven, Robert Evans decided to retire from the
majority of his land agent duties, turning many of them over to Isaac (Haight, 30). He
also decided to turn over Griff to his newly wed son and daughter-in-law and move to
Foleshill, near Coventry with Mary Ann in tow (Haight, 30). Robert and Mary Ann
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moved into their new house in March of 1841, and Isaac and Sarah moved to Griff in
June (Haight, 30).
While Robert and Isaac were in the process of negotiating the move to Foleshill—
which began in January of 1841—Mary Ann reported strong feelings of distress and
uncertainty for her own future. In The Real life of Mary Ann Evans (1994), Rosemarie
Bodenheimer reports:
Mary Ann's letters from May through October record the changes of plan and the
emotional turmoil they caused her. According to the rule she scrupulously
practiced in her correspondence, she refrained from complaining about any
member of her family or even from indicating the changing opinions and feelings
of Robert or Isaac. Yet the prolonged negotiation, in which she played the role of
the unmarried—possibly unmarriageable—daughter devoted to the best interests
of the father, was a painful confrontation with questions of her own future and her
own authority (57).
Though she had been acting as the main caregiver of the Evans’s household for almost
five years at this point, Mary Ann’s future within the Evans family, and with her beloved
father, was now unclear. For a while, she wasn’t sure where she would end up among her
family members and did not love the idea of being dependent or restricted by them for the
remainder of their life.
Up until this point, Mary Ann’s intellectual ambitions had not largely disrupted or
gone against her family’s beliefs. According to Haight, Robert Evans allowed Mary Ann
to buy any book she wanted and arranged to have the Coventry language teacher, Joseph
Brezzi, come by each week to tutor her in Italian and German (25). It was slowly
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becoming clear, however, that she desired more than life and intellectual engagement
among those in her childhood home could provide. During this time of her life, Mary
Ann was deeply involved with Evangelicalism, in part encouraged by her teacher and
good friend Maria Lewis (Haight, 8). Pensive and self-sacrificing, Mary Ann held herself
to a nearly impossible moral code, refusing to indulge in anything that might take her
attention away from her religious studies, practices, and duties as a daughter. In this way,
there can be seen many similarities between Mary Ann Evans and the character Maggie
Tulliver who, in her adolescent years,
was strangely old for her years in everything except in her entire want for
prudence and self-command which were the qualities that made Tom manly in the
midst of his intellectual boyishness. And now her lot was beginning to have a still,
sad monotony, which threw her more than ever on her inward self (The Mill on
the Floss, 2:157).
Mary Ann's self-critical nature, unfortunately, also trapped her in a life that didn’t
necessarily fulfill her or make her happy, caught within the strict wishes of Robert and
Isaac and the life they envisioned for her.
Forced to leave her childhood home, Mary Ann’s first few months at Foleshill
were filled with a longing for home and familiarity; however, this quickly changed when
she made the acquaintance of Charles and Cara Bray, and Cara’s sister Sara Hennell in
November of 1841 (Bodenheimer, 60). The Brays, like Mary Ann, were curious
intellectuals and their friendship developed quickly. “The Brays,” says Arthur Paterson,
“were clever, cultivated people, and this girl (Mary Ann) whose hunger for knowledge
was as great as her need for sympathetic companionship and family affection, and who
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had read and thought deeply upon a wide range of subjects, was a delightful acquisition
to her new friends” (10). The Brays were quick to involve Mary Ann in their circle of
intellectuals, exposing her to authors, philosophers, and conversations she had never
encountered in her young life. She took everything the Brays presented her and crafted
her own contributions to their evolved discussions, maturing into a Mary Ann quite
different from the one who had once been sheltered at Griff. The Brays’s friendship
greatly improved Mary Ann’s social and intellectual life however her evolving
philosophies eventually began to create problems at home.
On Sunday, January 2, 1842 Robert Evans recorded in his diary that Mary Ann
had refused to go to church with him. “Went to [Holy] Trinity Church . . . Mary Ann did
not go,” Robert writes simply (D. Paterson, 200). Perhaps neither Robert, nor Mary Ann,
knew at this time that this simple note would signal the beginning to their largest dispute,
an argument over religion that would take place over months and involve most of the
Evans family. Rosemarie Bodenheimer theorizes that Mary Ann’s timing suggests a New
Year’s Resolution, a good excuse to make a change in her life, but also says this one act
of disobedience shows a deeper struggle (61). “Its abruptness,” Bodenheimer says,
“signals the depth of the gap between her inner life and her family life and the
dependence or awkwardness in her attempt to negotiate it” (61). Mary Ann had rarely felt
secure within her family’s dynamic. She was always the troublesome child, the messy
child, the black sheep, and instead of continuing to fight for her individuality, it seems
here she finally begins to embrace her intellect and make it clear to her family she is, in
fact, different from them.
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Mary Ann’s defiance also appears to be a test of her family’s love for her, of how
far she could stray and still depend on them. Rosemarie Bodenheimer suggests Mary
Ann’s refusal of religion in part rested upon the “assumption–at least the hope–that
friendship and love are independent of opinion” (62). In growing into the intellectual
woman she was meant to be, Mary Ann wanted the reassurance that her family, and in
particular her father, would love her regardless of all else.
This theory of just how unconditional love really is, was tested and reenacted
throughout Mary Ann’s life, as well as in George Eliot’s fiction. It can be seen in the
story of Maggie Tulliver from The Mill on the Floss, who desires nothing but her
brother’s love despite their glaring differences in values and perceptions of the world and
her personal mistakes. It can also be seen in the tragic story of Hetty Sorrel in Adam
Bede. Hetty, a young and naïve girl who is responsible for the neglect and death of her
own baby, is only saved by two men who love her more than anything else. However, her
mistakes cannot be without punishment and in the end, love is only enough to spare her
life, not to guarantee her happiness.
From her own actions, and the fictional lives she recreated in her prose, it would
appear that George Eliot continuously held herself and others to a high standard, but
continued to test just how far she could push the standards expected of her without losing
the love and admiration of those around her. Perhaps this suggests feelings of insecurity,
both in herself and in her bonds of intimacy, but I also think it shows just how critical and
forward-thinking George Eliot was about the society around her. She demonstrates the
disastrous results of restricting women’s intellectual pursuits because it prevents progress
that could benefit humanity. George Eliot, with her observant and analytical nature would
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struggle with impossible questions about relationships her whole life, and the "Holy War"
she would enter into with her father was only the beginning (GEL, 1:134).
What began as one instance of refusing to attend church would unfurl like a war
in the Evans family. From January to May of 1842 Robert and Mary Ann went back and
forth on the topic, with Isaac and Chrissey also being pulled into the argument. It got to
the point where Robert and Mary Ann were not even speaking, a punishment that was
crueler to Mary Ann than any other. In February, desperate to make her father see her
side, Mary Ann wrote Robert a desperate letter. In the letter Mary Ann “declares her love
for her father and her resolution to follow duty ‘though every being on earth were to
frown upon me’ . . . she insists that her need for a place in family life is as strong as her
intellectual conviction, and separate from it" (Bodenheimer, 71). Along with this, Mary
Ann wanted reassurance from Robert Evans that becoming the intellectual she longed to
be, she was meant to be, would not disrupt their relationship. She wanted to prove to
herself that her father's love was unconditional and above the prominently held beliefs
and expectations of their community. As she would continuously long for throughout her
life, she wanted to be loved for herself.
Unfortunately for Mary Ann, Robert Evans would prove just as stubborn as his
daughter, and perhaps for good reason. As can already be seen in comparing their early
lives, Robert and Mary Ann were educated very differently. Mary Ann was exposed to
and eagerly consumed the work of authors well beyond her country life. She knew the
theories, perceptions, and experiences of those very different from her, and saw how the
exploration of the unknown could lead to personal growth. In comparison, Robert Evans
was a self-made man who grew and rose in social status through his own hard work.
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While he was anything but an anti-intellectual man, he was not exposed to the rapidly
developing world beyond the Midlands as Mary Ann was and so really had no way of
understanding why Mary Ann would act in this way. Rosemarie Bodenheimer explains,
“Robert Evans had no equipment that would allow him to understand his daughter’s
declaration in such terms. Mary Ann’s heresy was a cause for social shame, a threat to his
standing in the new community he thought he had entered for her sake” (62).
Robert Evans had worked hard for his social standing and reputation. At Griff and
Arbury, he was known as a reliable, intelligent, hard-working man. He had social status
and respect, two things he was determined to carry with him till the grave and beyond
with his children. Mary Ann’s actions were essentially a threat to everything he had
worked for, his social power and influence. Gordon Haight reminds us that Robert
Evans’s strongest social link at Foleshill, a community new to him, would have been
through the Church (34). Perhaps this was another motive for his frustration with Mary
Ann, for not only was she isolating herself through her actions but also affecting how his
church community would judge him.
Regardless of the reasons for conflict between Mary Ann and Robert, it was a
painful time for the Evans family. Finally, in March of 1842, Isaac stepped in to moderate
between his father and sister. He invited Mary Ann to come live with him and Sara at
Griff, giving father and daughter space from one another, and giving Isaac a chance to
talk some sense into Mary Ann. At the time of Mary Ann’s visit, Robert was
contemplating sending her away to live with Chrissey or other family members; he also
considered moving himself. Isaac intervened, insisting a visit home might remind Mary
Ann where she came from and serve as a much-needed break for Robert. Once back at
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Griff, Mary Ann stayed with Isaac and Sara for a month, during which Isaac and Sara
both attempted to reconcile and negotiate between the estranged father and daughter.
Finally, Mary Ann returned to Foleshill on April 30th, and a few weeks later returned to
Church with Robert under the agreement that while she would physically attend church,
she was allowed to hold her skeptical views on religion in peace (Haight, 44). While the
"Holy War," as Mary Ann later called it, was finally laid to rest, the disruption it caused
in the Evans family would leave scars (GEL, 1:134). It was now clear to all of the Evans
family that Mary Ann thought very differently than the majority of them and was not
afraid to act on her new, closely held beliefs. Mary Ann's response was seen as a threat to
the Evans's reputation, especially by Isaac who spent the rest of his life trying to control
his youngest sister, and overall left many of the Evans’s dissatisfied with Mary Ann’s
choices in life (Haight, 44).
Once again reunited, father and daughter were constant companions for the
remainder of Robert Evans’s life. Robert Evans broke his leg in 1845 and after this, his
health began to decline. For three years Mary Ann served as Robert’s constant nurse,
reading to him when his sight failed and attending his demands for comfort and
companionship (A. Paterson, 22). During this time, Mary Ann’s good friend Sara Hennell
remarked in a letter, “Poor thing, I do pity her (Mary Ann) sometimes with her pale and
sickly face and dreadful headaches. Her father’s illness has tried her so much, for all the
time she had for rest and fresh air she had read to him. Nevertheless, she looks happy”
(A. Paterson, 23). Despite the stress Robert’s failing health put on Mary Ann, she seemed
to enjoy the intimate time she was able to share with her father. Robert was fully
dependent on Mary Ann, and in her role as his nurse she felt a sense of belonging and
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importance (A. Paterson, 23). Mary Ann had always longed to be needed by and of
service to her beloved father, and now she was his sole companion as his life slowly crept
to its end.
Robert Evans died in May of 1849, leaving Mary Ann ultimately on her own. On
the night of his death Arthur Paterson records that Isaac and Mary Ann “were alone
together in the quiet house they used to be in the old days, playing at Griff Farm as little
children” (28). This image, and Robert Evans’s death in general, seem to signal the
ultimate end of Mary Ann’s childhood. Mary Ann seemed to fear life without her father,
but without him there was very little to tie her to the Midlands and her remaining family
(Ashton, 68). As opportunities and desires would carry Mary Ann away from her
childhood home, so they would also carry her away from her siblings, her only remaining
family. In examining how relationships between Mary Ann, and Isaac, and Chrissey
would change over her adult years, Robert Evans served as a tie between Mary Ann and
the Evans family. Without her father Mary Ann felt "more alienated" from her relations
than ever before and relationships amongst the Evans children would never again be
simple (Ashton, 74)

II: ISAAC PEARSON EVANS
Isaac Pearson Evans is considered by many scholars to have been the family
member who had the most influence on George Eliot’s writing. He was born in 1816,
making him just three years older than his youngest sister. He was Robert Evans’s fourth
child and second son, arguably the most like him from the information we have about his
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character. Isaac would grow up to be Robert’s primary successor, eventually taking over
for him as land agent for Arbury and the Newdigate family and becoming the patriarch of
the Evans family.
Isaac, like Mary Ann, idolized his father and throughout his life worked to
preserve the Evans reputation and legacy Robert had worked so hard to build. According
to John Cross, Eliot’s husband and first biographer, “[Isaac] took to his father’s business,
at which he worked steadily, and which absorbed most of his time and attention” (1:26).
The pride Isaac had for his father and the Evans name would unfortunately cause many
problems between him and Mary Ann throughout their adulthood. Though raised in the
same household, it became clear quite quickly that Isaac and Mary Ann had different
perspectives and values in their individual lives.
Though they would be separated for many of their later years, many critics have
written about the closeness of the early brother-sister bond of Isaac and Mary Ann. In
describing their relationship Rosemary Ashton describes “Isaac and Mary Ann were
playmates; theirs was a very close relationship, with Isaac stubborn and stern like his
father, inclined to dictate to his younger sister, who alternated between ‘puppy-like’
submission and rebellious self-assertion” (16). Isaac and Mary Ann both attended the
Dame’s School in their early years, which was located right across the street from their
Griff home. They had everything to make children happy at Griff,” John Cross later
writes of his wife’s childhood home, “—a delightful old-fashioned garden—a pond, and
canal to fish in—and farm offices, close to the house—‘the long cow-shed where
generations of the milky mother have stood patiently—the broad-shouldered barns where
the old-fashioned flail once made music” (1:14). Just as George Eliot describes her
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characters Tom and Maggie Tulliver, Isaac and Mary Ann grew up on the Griff land as
“inseparable playmates” (Haight, 5)
He [Tom] knew all about worms and fish and those things; and what bids were
mischievous and how padlocks opened, and which way the handles of the gates
were to be lifted. Maggie thought this sort of knowledge was very wonderful . . .
Tom, indeed, was of the opinion that Maggie was a silly little thing . . . Still, he
was fond of his sister, and meant always to take care of her . . . (The Mill on the
Floss, 1:55).
When Isaac was eight and Mary Ann five, Isaac was sent away to school in
Coventry and Mary Ann was sent to join Chrissey at Miss Lathom’s school in Attleboro
(Cross, 1:13). Though now separated for the majority of the year, Mary Ann’s attachment
to her brother did not waver. In his own biography John Cross spoke to Isaac personally
about this time. “Mr. Isaac Evans’s chief recollection of this period is the delight of the
little sister at his homecoming for holidays,” Cross says, “and her anxiety to know all that
he had been doing and learning” (1:13-14). Mary Ann’s excitement at her brother’s visits
home demonstrates her love for him, and are sentiments echoed in the character of
Maggie Tulliver
At the sound of this name, Maggie, who was seated on a low stool close by the
fire, with a large book open on her lap, shook her heavy hair back and looked up
eagerly. There were few sounds that roused Maggie when she was dreaming over
her book, but Tom's name served as well as the shrillest whistle . . . (The Mill on
the Floss, 1:18)
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During this time was also when Mary Ann’s deepening thirst for knowledge
began to show itself. While Mary Ann and Chrissey were both sent to school until well
into their teens—a rare privilege for girls during this time—nothing seemed to be enough
for Mary Ann who begged both Isaac and Robert to share knowledge with her.
Reimagining what family evenings might have looked like in the Evans household, John
Cross depicts Robert and Mary Ann sitting together over a book, “The powerful middleaged man with the strongly-marked features sits in his deep leather-covered arm-chair . . .
with the head of ‘the little wench’ between his knees. The child turns over the book with
pictures that she wishes her father to explain to her—or perhaps she prefers explaining to
him” (1:14). Mary Ann appears to have always had the desire to learn anything and
everything, in any way that she could, whether it be from playing with Isaac or riding
around in the gig or on horseback with her father (Cross, 1:15). She was “an oldfashioned child, already living in a world of her own imagination, impressible to her
finger-tips, and willing to give her views on any subject” (Cross, 1:15).
Though school seemed a great opportunity for Mary Ann to pursue her growing
intellectual interests, her separation from Isaac did create a bit of a rift between sister and
brother. Isaac, in his older age, was becoming less enchanted with spending time with his
little sister. When Mary Ann was seven and Isaac ten, John Cross reports “her brother
had a pony given to him, to which he became passionately attached. He developed an
absorbing interest in riding and cared less and less to play with his sister” (1:17).
Isaac and Mary Ann eventually reached a time in their lives in which their
maturity levels and interests no longer aligned. While Isaac’s refusal to spend time with
his little sister was at times heartbreaking to Mary Ann, the connection between the two
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was by no means severed completely. “On coming home for their holidays, the sister and
brother began, about this time, the habit of acting out charades together before the Griff
household and the aunts,” John Cross says (1:19). And when their older sister Chrissey
was married in May of 1837, Cross also recounts that Isaac and Mary Ann came together
and shared a “‘good cry’ together over the breakup of the old home life, which of course
would never be the same with the mother and the elder sister wanting” (Cross, 1:25).
Though brief flashes of their childhood companionship remained in their
childhood home, it appeared that age and distance only came to prove just how different
Isaac and Mary Ann really were. Isaac, John Cross says, “was devoted to hunting, liked
the ordinary pleasures of a young man in his circumstances, and was quite satisfied with
the circle of acquaintance in which he moved” (1:26). Isaac, like many young men,
returned home eager to please and come into his own in society, Mary Ann, on the other
hand, seemed to return from her own schooling with many anxieties and questions about
the world that plague her. Cross remarks that many early arguments between brother and
sister involved religion, as Isaac retained the “High Church views” he was taught through
his schooling while Mary Ann had come to embrace “ultra-evangelical tendencies” in
part due to her close relationship with her teacher Maria Lewis (1:26). “Their differences
of opinion used to lead to a good deal of animated argument,” John Cross says, with Isaac
attempting to enjoy the society he worked hard to be recognized in and Mary Ann
rejecting it outright (1:26). Under Mary Ann’s new convictions “the pursuit of pleasure
was a snare; dress was vanity; society was a danger” (Cross, 1:26). With their priorities
being so different communication and understanding between the two siblings was
frequently strained.
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Isaac continued to live with Mary Ann and Robert after his mother’s death in
1836 until he became engaged to his wife Sarah Rawlins in 1840 (Ashton, 31). Isaac and
Sarah were then married June 8, 1841 (Ashton, 33). Upon their marriage, Robert thought
it best for the young couple to have a home of their own. He offered his property at Griff
to his son, the home in which Isaac and Mary Ann had grown up, and Isaac would
continue to live there until his death in 1890 (Ashton, 33). This decision by Robert and
Isaac was harmful to Mary Ann, as she was very reluctant and sad to leave her childhood
home. “The move away from Griff was shadowed by a sense of personal disruption and
wrong,” Rosemarie Bodenheimer says (58). “Mary Ann claimed in letters that her chief
anxiety had been her own sense of dispossession in her newly charged affection for the
landscapes of Griff . . . Isaac had won a place that she had lost, and the family fissured
along its fault lines” (Bodenheimer, 59). Just ten months later though, when the “Holy
War” erupted at Foleshill between Mary Ann and Robert, Isaac proved to be still very
concerned for Mary Ann and stepped in to play peacemaker between his feuding father
and sister. As we have seen, Isaac offered Mary Ann some peace in the form of staying
with him and Sarah at Griff, and in the meantime facilitated negotiations between her and
Robert.
Isaac’s mediation and insistence that Mary Ann return to Coventry assisted in the
reuniting of Robert and Mary Ann. In this instance, Isaac healed family ties but
unfortunately would not give up his position of influence. “Isaac had established during
the upheaval of the “Holy War” a pattern of relationship with his sister which he was
unwilling to relinquish” Ruby Redinger reports, in that “he stood between her and her
father even when a mediator was not as needed, if to make certain that she considered
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herself responsible as directly to him for her acts and decisions” (166). Here we see the
early instances of Isaac ascending to his role of patriarch for the Evans family. Upon
Robert’s death, Isaac would become the head of the Evans family and thus responsible
for the rebellious Mary Ann. It can be easily assumed from Isaac’s behavior that Mary
Ann’s future troubled him quite a bit. Isaac particularly feared being burdened with Mary
Ann should she remain unmarried, and especially during this time, in Isaac’s eyes, Mary
Ann’s behavior was not appealing to men who might have been looking for wives
(Bodenheimer, 63).
After the tensions from the “Holy War” had settled, Isaac continued to monitor
Mary Ann’s behavior and concluded that the cause for Mary Ann’s unacceptable
behavior was her quickly progressing relationship with the Brays. In a letter to her sister
Sara Hennell, Cara Bray reveals the Brays themselves were also very aware of Isaac’s
placing blame on them. Cara wrote:
It seems that brother Isaac with real fraternal kindness thinks that his sister has no
chance of getting the one thing needful—i.e. a husband and a settlement—unless
she mixes more with society, and complained that since she had known us she had
hardly been anywhere else; that Mr. Bray, being only a leader of mobs, can only
introduce her to Chartists and Radicals, and that such only will ever fall in love
with her if she does not belong to the church (Haight, 48).
The Evans family was already aware of Mary Ann's curious and rebellious tendencies,
and Isaac believed that the Brays influence would only lead to more trouble. In an
attempt to ease his own anxieties about the Brays and at the risk of starting another “Holy
War” amongst family members, Isaac approached Robert in February 1843 suggesting
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that Mary Ann go to live with Chrissey and her growing family: “Chrissey could, he
reasoned, get Mary Ann away from the ‘radical’ influence of the Brays, so that she could
return to the church and find a suitable husband” (Bodenheimer, 63). Luckily for Mary
Ann, Robert did not have the same concerns as Isaac, at least in terms of the Brays, and
Mary Ann continued to live with him and grow in closeness to her like-minded friends.
Isaac’s attempt to separate Mary Ann from the Brays was just the first of many
instances in which he would attempt to direct her life, and his desire to exert control of
her would only increase after the death of Robert. This isn’t to say that Isaac was
malicious in his actions to intervene in his sister’s life, rather, the opposite is true. In
talking about Isaac’s behavior Ruby Redinger remarks “From one point of view, Isaac
was properly fulfilling the Victorian role of the older brother, who by social sanction
succeeded the father as dictator of the family” (166). I agree with Redinger's assessment
Isaac’s actions simply reveal his concern for Mary Ann and his desire to satisfy the
expectations placed on him as her older brother, though at times he did seem to take his
role as her supervisor too seriously. Isaac knew the importance of preserving the
reputation Robert had built for the Evans family, as well as was aware of the social
hardships Mary Ann might—and did eventually—encounter, should she continue to live
a rebellious or alternative lifestyle. Isaac’s concern also did not exclusively involve Mary
Ann, but their older sister Chrissey as well.
Though two years older, Chrissey came to rely on Isaac a great deal in her adult
years. Chrissey’s husband Edward Clarke was a doctor who constantly struggled with
money, making life difficult for Chrissey and their many children. When Edward died on
December 20 of 1852, Chrissey was left with almost nothing but her husband’s debt and
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six children to feed (Ashton, 102-103). Isaac and Mary Ann both stepped in to help their
older sister, who had been a victim of misfortune for many years, but unfortunately this
also became a site of disagreement for the two of them. Rosemary Ashton reports:
“[Mary Ann] returned to Meriden on 23 December [1852] to help her sister’s future. Here
she inevitably came into contact with Isaac and found that, on the matter of making
provision for Chrissey, they were as far apart as they had long been in every other
subject, from religion to politics to the proper thing for an unmarried woman to do with
her life” (103). At this point in her life, Mary Ann was used to the bullying she endured
from Isaac, and though she tried to operate under her own agency, it wasn’t unlike Isaac
to have the last word on the matter.
Mary Ann tells the Brays, “Isaac . . . was very indignant to find that I had
arranged to leave without consulting him and thereupon flew into a violent passion with
me, winding up by saying that he desired I would never ‘apply to him for anything
whatever’” (GEL, 2:76). In Isaac’s mind, Mary Ann was abandoning their sister in her
time of need to return to a life in London he already did not approve of. In Mary Ann’s
mind, she was going back to work so that she might continue to make money and help to
financially support Chrissey (Ashton, 103). The difference in priorities between the
brother and sister once again proved to cause problems within the family unit, and the
two of them would continue to fight over Chrissey in the years to come.
Though they were rarely inclined to agree, Isaac and Mary Ann did both prove to
do their best to take care of Chrissey in the years to follow. Mary Ann, once situated in
her writing career, gave Chrissey part of the yearly income she had inherited from her
father and helped counsel her when it came to figuring out the best situation for her many
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children (Ashton, 130, 127). Isaac also ensured Chrissey continued to have a home and
the basic needs of her family met. He continued to live near Chrissey for the remainder of
her life.
Unsurprisingly, Isaac was the direct cause of the break in the regular flow of
communication in letters and visits between Mary Ann in London and Chrissey in
Meriden in 1857. On May 26, 1857, Mary Ann wrote to her family to tell them she had
married George Henry Lewes the man who had been her lover and domestic companion
since 1854. In the letter she writes “My dear brother, You will be surprised, I dare say,
but I hope not sorry, to learn that I have changed my name, and have someone to take
care of me in the world” (GEL, 2:333). Isaac quickly discovered the truth—that Mary
Ann and George Henry Lewes had not legally married, they were living together without
the legal forms of marriage. Rosemarie Bodenheimer reports that Isaac was “so hurt” that
he had the family solicitor write to her to get details and settle family matters with her
(Bodenheimer, 128). The solicitor wrote to Mary Ann saying that Isaac could not “make
up his mind to write, feeling he could not do so in Brotherly Spirit” (Ashton, 183).
Though they had had countless disagreements before George Henry Lewes
entered Mary Ann’s life, Mary Ann's relationship with Lewes proved to be the breaking
point in her and Isaac’s relationship. After receiving Mary Ann’s letter, on which she
signed off as “Your affectionate sister [Mary Ann] Lewes,” Isaac refused contact with
Mary Ann, and went to both Chrissey and their half-sister Fanny to convince them to do
the same (GEL, 2:333; Ashton, 182; Redinger, 166). In her journal, Mary Ann reports
that she received a reply to her letter from both Chrissey and Fanny; however, after this
the family fell into silence (Ashton, 182-183). Chrissey and Mary Ann, by then known
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primarily as George Eliot, regained some contact right before Chrissey’s death in 1859,
but were never reunited in person. Though they refused contact with Eliot, Ruby
Redinger provides evidence that Isaac and half-sister Fanny Houghton were keeping an
eye on the work of author George Eliot. Redinger cites a letter from Fanny to Isaac in
which she writes, “I am on the tip-toe of expectation to see the forthcoming novel by
Mary Ann. It is too much to hope that no member of the family will figure in it”
(Redinger, 344). It would appear despite distance and silence, the Evans family always
had their eye on their youngest Mary Ann.
Eliot did not hear from Isaac until her marriage to John Walter Cross in May
1880, almost twenty-three years since their last contact (Bodenheimer, 116). Upon
hearing of his sister’s wedding, Isaac sent his younger sister a note of congratulations in
which he wrote:
My dear sister, I have much pleasure in availing myself of the present opportunity
to break the long silence which has existed between us by offering our united and
sincere congratulations to you and Mr. Cross, upon the happy event of which Mr.
Holbeche has informed me. My wife joins me in sincerely hoping it will afford
you much happiness and comfort. She and the younger branches unite me in kind
love and every good wish. Believe me. Your affectionate brother, Isaac P. Evans
(GEL, 7:281).
Considering that Isaac was the primary reason she had been excommunicated from the
family for more than two decades, one might predict that Eliot would have grudging
feelings towards her brother, but in fact the opposite is true. In quick reply, Eliot wrote
Isaac saying, “Your letter forwarded to me here, and it was a great joy to me to have your
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kind words of sympathy, for our long silence has never broken the affection for you
which began when we were little ones” (emphasis is mine, GEL, 7:288; Cross, 3:353). In
her own words, George Eliot declares that she has never stopped loving Isaac, has never
lost admiration of him as her brother in fact she signs the letter “Always your affectionate
sister” (GEL, 7:288; Cross, 3:353). Eliot's reply suggests that she was able to overcome
any ill will she might have had for Isaac, demonstrating the type of unconditional love
she had been searching for herself her entire life.
Eliot’s unconditional love for Isaac can also been seen in the prose inspired by
him. Rosemary Ashton and Gordon Haight both call The Mill on the Floss Eliot’s most
autobiographical work of fiction, with sibling characters Maggie and Tom Tulliver
standing in for herself and Isaac in prose that describes a life and relationship almost
identical to their own (Ashton, 103; Haight, 5). From her messy hair to her curious and
pensive personality that eventually forms her into a sort of social martyr, Maggie Tulliver
is the Mary Ann who never was excommunicated after she broke away from her family
and left the Midlands. Tom Tulliver, Maggie’s beloved older brother, demonstrates the
same pride and early self-assurance as Isaac. Like Isaac, he goes away for tutoring at a
young age and returns ready to prove himself to his family and outside society. Tom is
also equally as critical of Maggie as Isaac was of Mary Ann.
In chapter six of The Mill on the Floss (“The Aunts and Uncles are Coming”),
Tom and Maggie, still children, sit in a tree to share a jam puff. Tom splits the puff into
two pieces, and unintentionally makes one part of the puff bigger than the other. Though
Maggie—in absolute devotion to her older brother—insists she take the small piece,
Tom, determined to live his life with “fairness” constantly in mind, insists she close her
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eyes and choose her piece, leaving it all up to chance. Maggie, playing by Tom’s rules,
ends up choosing the larger piece, and for a moment is thrilled to enjoy it. Maggie’s
actions, though, are quick to anger Tom. “‘O you greedy thing!’ said Tom, when she had
swallowed the last morsel. He was conscious of having acted very fairly, and thought she
ought to have considered this and made it up to him for it” (The Mill on the Floss, 1:66).
Though Maggie pleads that she wanted and would have given Tom her half, he will have
none of it and instead uses this occurrence to shame her into submission.
Maggie’s character and devotion to her brother is largely developed in this scene
as Eliot writes: “Maggie, gifted with that superior power of misery which distinguishes
the human being and places him at a proud distance from the most melancholy
chimpanzee, sat still on her bough, and gave herself up to the keen sense unmerited
reproach. She would have given the world not to have eaten all her puff, and have saved
some of it for Tom” (The Mill on the Floss, 1:67). As the rest of the plot of The Mill on
the Floss unfolds, Maggie will attempt to structure her whole life around Tom’s desires,
and yet just like with the jam puff, she will always fail to meet his wishes. Rosemarie
Bodenheimer, who like Rosemary Ashton judges Isaac harshly, insists in the “specific
characterization of Tom Tulliver as a brother unable to allow his sister to exercise choice
and prone to generate irrational double binds, George Eliot formulated in fiction what she
forbade herself otherwise to put into writing about her brother Isaac” (106).
In many ways, The Mill on the Floss appears to serve many roles in relation to
Eliot working through her relationship with Isaac after separation. Moments and
memories like that with the jam puff demonstrate Eliot working through and reflecting on
some of the unfairness and cruelty Isaac inflicted on her young life. However, the book’s

35
ultimate conclusion where Maggie and Tom die in each other's arms and are allowed to
rest forever side by side near their childhood home, suggests the sort of unconditional
love that allowed Eliot to welcome Isaac readily back into her life.
The joyful tone of the “Brother and Sister” poems is another piece of evidence
pointing towards a loving reunion between brother and sister in their later years. Eliot
expresses joy in being reunited with Isaac in her series of “Brother and Sister” sonnets
written ten years after The Mill on the Floss, where Eliot therapeutically examined her
family life. “I cannot choose but think upon the time / When our two lives grew like two
buds that kiss / At lightest thrill from the bee’s swinging chime, / Because the one so near
the other is,” sonnet “1” begins (“Brother and Sister”, 197). “He was the elder and a little
man / Of forty inches, bound to show no dread, / and I the girl that puppy-like now ran, /
Now lagged behind my brother’s larger tread” (“Brother and Sister”, 197). This imagery,
so close to that of the Mill on the Floss, once again repaints the rosy childhood and
relationship young Mary Ann and Isaac had once shared together.
This series of poems captures the simple joys of childhood, and arguably, in
contrast to some moments in the Mill on the Floss, show Eliot returning to her childhood
with renewed nostalgia and happiness after being reunited with Isaac once more, having
proven her own belief in unconditional love. Eliot seals her happiness in the conclusion
of the sonnet series saying simply, “But were another childhood-world my share, / I
would be born a little sister there,” confirming that she wouldn’t trade her love for her
brother despite all hardships (“Brother and Sister”, 207).
Though Isaac and Mary Ann had their differences from their earliest of days, their
relationship is an extensive example of just how complicated yet longstanding family
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relationships can be. Isaac was not always, by modern standards, the caring brother Mary
Ann needed, but then again Mary Ann was not always the sister Isaac needed either.
Their differences in principles and their shared intellect and stubbornness made them
antagonists as times, but so similar during others. Though it is clear Isaac caused Eliot a
great deal of pain at times in her life, it is also clear from her own writing that he brought
her great joy in others. His image and their shared childhood memories became a sort of
muse from which George Eliot was able to pull some of her greatest work, work that is
personal and reflective. There are some grounds to suggest Isaac was an antagonist in the
life of George Eliot—as demonstrated by the likes of Rosemary Ashton and Rosemarie
Bodenheimer—but that is not what he always was to Eliot. Ruby Redinger perhaps puts it
best:
If Isaac had remained in her life, George Eliot could not have written The Mill on
the Floss. She never would have been free of the inhibiting awareness of his
constant disapproval and the attendant, uneasy doubt that she alone was to blame
for the deep trouble between them. Negative as it was in itself, Isaac's deliberate
shutting himself off from her may have been the final step needed to liberate the
full force of her creative power (345).
While Isaac and Eliot may have never again embraced or revisited the grounds of
their childhood home hand in hand—as Maggie and Tom did at the end of their lives
when, in “an embrace never to be parted” they relived “in one supreme moment, the days
when they had clasped their little hands in love, and roamed the daisied fields
together”—it is clear that in Eliot’s mind she was able to once again enjoy the company
of her brother even if it was only through the memories of him. Though Eliot anticipated
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seeing Isaac again soon, her death was sudden and unexpected, preventing an in-person
reunion. A final significant piece of evidence demonstrating the unconditional love
between Eliot and Isaac comes from a letter addressed to Isaac from Eliot’s husband John
Cross. On December 22, 1880 just before 10 o’clock, John Cross wrote to Isaac to tell
him that Eliot had died in their Cheyne Walk home (Burnett, 26). Cross writes, “I
scarcely know how to write and tell you that your noble sister and my wife died this night
. . . I can scarcely realize yet that my life is gone” (GEL, 9:322). Cross reports to Isaac
that Eliot had been ill in the summer, but seemingly recovered before the illness had once
again returned and this time did not leave. John Cross, obviously distraught, expresses
that he is not quite sure what to write or how to plan the funeral at this moment with
things being so sudden. The one thing he is sure of, though, he tells Isaac, is that “I feel
you should be written first of all. The Brother ‘who leaned soft cheeks together’ with her
in her old days” (GEL, 9:322). Cross’s assurance that Isaac should be the first to know
that Eliot’s life should end just as it began, with comfort from her brother, goes to
demonstrate this theory of reunion but also shows the love that constantly existed
between brother and sister till the very end.

III: CHRISTIANA (CHRISSEY) EVANS CLARKE
Many scholars, critics, and devoted fans of George Eliot have spent ample time
reading, writing, commenting, and theorizing on the relationship between Eliot and her
beloved brother Isaac. The unconditional and complicated love that exists between
brothers and sisters is at the very center of Eliot's The Mill on the Floss; however, it
would appear that somewhere in all the talk and criticism of Isaac, Eliot’s other dear
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siblings are almost completely lost. In particular, Eliot’s older sister Chrissey, who
herself lived a very trying and tragic life, is regularly left out of the narrative when critics
examine Eliot’s familial life and relationships. While Chrissey might be erased or placed
far on the sidelines in the history of George Eliot, she was by no means ever forgotten by
her younger sister in life or death. While Chrissey may not be the dear brother with
whom Eliot had her greatest arguments but “leaned soft cheeks,” within the beginning
and end in her life, she is an important character in both Eliot’s life and fiction.
Christiana (Chrissey) Evans was the oldest of Robert’s children with Christiana
Pearson and was born in 1814 (Haight, 3). Christiana, named after her mother, was called
Chrissey by her family members and was two years older than her brother Isaac, and five
years older than the family’s youngest Mary Ann. The five-year age difference between
Chrissey and Mary Ann is the largest indicator of why memories with Chrissey might not
be as prevalent in George Eliot’s comments on her childhood as those with Isaac.
Chrissey—who was already away at Miss Lathom’s school in Attleboro when her
younger sister was born—would have been absent for much of Mary Ann’s early
childhood, and thus not present to take part in many of the rosy memories recollected in
George Eliot’s more popular autobiographical works such as The Mill on the Floss or the
“Brother and Sister” sonnets (Cross, 1:13)
The large age gap that existed between Chrissey and Mary Ann also may have
contributed to a lack of intimacy between the sisters at a young age. When Mary Ann was
sent to join Chrissey at Miss Lathom’s school, she was only five and Chrissey was nine
or almost ten. This difference in age would have left the two young girls with very
different interests, groups of friends, and maturity levels as one might imagine. The
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distance between Mary Ann and Chrissey, both in terms of proximity and age, might
explain why the character most resembling young Chrissey in The Mill on the Floss—
Lucy Deane—is a cousin rather than a sibling. While Chrissey was present in Eliot’s
childhood, the memories of times shared between the sisters were not as prevalent in
Eliot’s fiction as those of the two younger Evans siblings. Chrissey is seemingly left
outside of the emotional bond formed between Isaac and Mary Ann, and Tom and
Maggie Tulliver.
Perhaps another reason for George Eliot to create some distance later between her
autobiographical character and Chrissey’s was the constant comparison done between the
two girls by their mother and the Pearson family. Haight suggests that Chrissey—like
Lucy Deane in The Mill on the Floss—was the favorite child amongst their mother and
Pearson aunts, and just like Maggie and Lucy in the book, there did seem to be some
comparison between the two young girls that often implied criticism of Mary Ann (10).
For example, Gordon Haight reports “Chrissey’s blond curls were always neat, while
Mary Anne’s straight light-brown hair defied all measure of control. Chrissey’s clothes
were always tidy, delighting her critical Pearson aunts, and she had the ‘habitual care of
whatever she held in her hands’” (10). In comparison to Chrissey, Mary Ann was called
“queer” and “shy” (Haight, 10). Haight does not, however, reference any primary sources
in these claims.
The main evidence that might support Gordon Haight’s claims are the nearly
identical descriptions of Lucy Deane and Maggie in The Mill on the Floss:
Certainly the contrast between the cousins was conspicuous and to superficial
eyes was very much to the disadvantage of Maggie . . . it was a contrast between
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rough, dark, overgrown puppy and a white kitten. Lucy put up the neatest little
rosebud mouth to be kissed: everything about her was neat – her little round neck
with the row of coral beads, her straight nose, not at all snubby, her little clear
eyebrows, rather darker than her curls, to match her hazel eyes which looked up
with shy pleasure at Maggie . . . (The Mill on the Floss, 1:90).
While her obedient nature made her a favorite amongst family members as a child, one
wonders whether Mary Ann might have viewed Chrissey’s behavior very differently in
their adult years, especially in the years following Chrissey’s marriage.
Chrissey married Edward Clarke May 30th, 1837 at Chilvers Coton Church, just a
year after her mother died. She was the first of the siblings to marry, and marked a new
era of development for the Evans family. Edward Clarke was a doctor, but unfortunately
his practice in Meriden, where the young couple settled, was not very successful. Kathryn
Hughes makes a brief reference to Edward Clarke describing him as “financially inept”
and noting that his tendency for an extravagant lifestyle caused the couple many
problems (58). In a letter to Maria Lewis from October of 1841—four years into
Chrissey’s marriage—Mary Ann also remarks that Chrissey’s “passive” nature did not
help the marriage either: “My dear Sister is rather an object of solicitude on many
accounts - - the troubles of married life seem more conspicuously the ordinance of God,
in the case of one so meek and passive than in that of women who may fairly be
suspected of creating half their own difficulties” (GEL, 1:118).
Unfortunately for Chrissey, her marriage never seemed to improve, and
continually left her in dire circumstances. In her article “Enter the Aunts . . .” Hughes
reports that Edward eventually had to borrow money from his father-in-law Robert Evans
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in order to pay off his debts. Robert lent almost £800 to Edward at one point, according
to both Kathryn Hughes and Rosemary Ashton (58; 46). Subsequently, Robert recorded
in his journal that if Edward failed to pay him back “it must be stood out of my
daughter’s fortune after my death” meaning that even money intended for Chrissey was
being wasted away by Edward (Hughes, 58).
By the time Edward Clarke declared bankruptcy in 1845, eight years after his
marriage to Chrissey, the couple had already brought nine children into the world. Sadly,
five of these children would die before their mother (Redinger, 32). Eliot wrote to the
Brays of the loss of Chrissey’s daughter Clara to scarlet fever in August of 1849 saying
“my heart aches to think of Chrissey with her children ill of scarlet fever—her husband
almost frantic with grief and her own heart rent by the loss of this eldest little daughter”
(GEL, 1:378).
Compared to the perfect appearance of Chrissey in her early years, these later
years of her adult life more closely align her with Aunt Gritty Moss in The Mill on the
Floss than Lucy Deane (32). Chrissey, like Gritty, Redinger says was “‘a patient, prolific,
loving-hearted woman,’ . . . who is humiliatingly dependent upon her brother” (32).
Chrissey’s marriage to Edward Clarke brought her many troubles, the largest of which
came along with his death in 1853 (Hughes, 58). When Edward died, Chrissey became
“virtually destitute,” left alone to raise six children at the time, with little money and no
work of her own (Hughes, 58). It was during this time that Chrissey moved to a house at
Attleborough that, while once hers, now belonged to Isaac after the death of their father
(Hughes, 58).

42
Chrissey was forced to rely on and defer to her brother Isaac’s power for the
remainder of her days because of the emotional and financial debt she owed to him.
While she was grateful, this situation would eventually cost Chrissey the relationship she
had with Mary Ann when Isaac insisted that Chrissey should cut off communication with
her. From the evidence we have collected regarding Chrissey’s nature and her reliance on
Isaac, it is no wonder he had such and influence on her in the matter. Despite so many
outside forces pulling them apart and pitting them against one another throughout their
early lives, however, it appears that Mary Ann never grew to resent her older sister. Mary
Ann loved Chrissey, and attempted to help her and her children even when
communication was severed between the two women. In her surviving letters, Mary Ann
expresses thanks for Chrissey’s kindness to her and held a fondness for Chrissey’s
children even after the death of their mother, as evidenced by the inheritance she left
them.
Chrissey was a cautionary example to her younger sister when it came to the trap
of motherhood and marriage. “Mary Ann’s dim view of the matrimonial state was
intensified when she contemplated poor Chrissey’s troubles,” Rosemary Ashton states
(33). As a young woman, Mary Ann was desperate for freedom and the chance to pursue
new intellectual pursuits, such as her work translating texts that challenged the literalism
of the Bible and her interest in the latest scientific notions. She was already wary of
society's pressure on young women to marry quickly. Her concerns for the sinfulness and
unreliability of others were only confirmed by the actions of Chrissey’s husband Edward.
It was not as if Edward was cruel to Chrissey; rather, his decisions seemed to have been
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often rash and misguided. He was greedy for a lifestyle he could not afford, and Mary
Ann would see her sister suffer the consequences of his decisions long after he had died.
While Mary Ann was deeply longing for love and acceptance, her sister’s
example affected the kind of men she gravitated towards. Rosemary Ashton claims,
“Mary Ann Evans could fall for men who showed her some kindness and admiration.
Hers was a difficult lot, to be so intelligent as to attract the amazed attention of men, but
to find her attraction for most of them was purely intellectual not physical” (49). Ashton
goes on to retell a story from March of 1845 when Mary Ann became almost engaged to
a young artist she had met through her older half-sister Fanny (50). “Mary Ann was
‘brimful happiness,’ according to Cara, though unsure whether she loved him. On
meeting him again, she decided that he was not as interesting as she had thought, and
broke off the relationship before an engagement had been arranged” (Ashton, 50).
While Chrissey may not have been directly involved with Eliot's near
engagement, it may not be a complete coincidence that 1845 was also when Edward
Clarke was declared bankrupt and Chrissey was going through some of the hardest years
of her life. Eliot, in her writing to others and remarks about marriage did not hide the fact
that Chrissey’s life was a cautionary tale to her. While this unfortunately meant great
difficulties for Chrissey, her married life did serve as a negative example for Mary Ann,
showing her the risks and dangers that were hazards for a young woman of this time.
Mary Ann loved her sister Chrissey, and seemed to have looked up to her, even if her
decisions were not those which Mary Ann would have made.
Chrissey appeared to have offered Mary Ann a safe space even when other family
members no longer did the same. Before making her move London to continue expanding
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her budding journalism career, Mary Ann briefly returned home to the Midlands where
she spent time with each of her siblings. During this visit, of which she spent one week
home with Chrissey, Mary Ann wrote to Cara Bray, “Dear Chrissey is much kinder than
any one else in the family and I am happiest with her. She is generous and sympathizing
and really cares for my happiness” (GEL, 1:337). When Mary Ann returns to be with
Chrissey in 1853 after the death of her husband Edward, she does not stay long but
expresses a continued desire to help Chrissey.
Mary Ann’s sympathy for Chrissey also often extended to Chrissey’s many
children, whom even before Robert’s death, Mary Ann took joy in caring for. While
living at Foleshill, Haight says, “Chrissey and Edward Clarke at Meriden, five miles
west, had three children, and when Mary Ann visited them, she occasionally brought little
Edward and Robert home with her to stay for a week or two” (32). Mary Ann was happy
helping Chrissey with her many children, but Gordon Haight says she had one favorite in
particular. Chrissey’s first daughter was named Mary Louisa and Mary Ann spent most of
her time with her niece (Haight, 32). “Every night, long before bedtime, she told Edith
Simcox, she ‘used to undress this child and rock her to sleep in her arms, feeling a sort of
rapture in the mere presence, even though she might want the time for reading’” (32).
Mary Louisa unfortunately died in 1842 (GEL, 1:141). In later years George Eliot’s main
connection with her sister’s children was through her daughter Emily Clarke, but the
significance of Mary Louisa remains the same. Chrissey probably named this little girl,
her first little girl, after her sister which—though a very common name at the time—
suggests an abundance of affection between the two. Chrissey made clear to Mary Ann
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that she cared for her younger sister’s happiness, and in return Mary Ann continued to
show love for Chrissey's children through whichever means she could.
When Chrissey was left destitute, Isaac took responsibility for her and her
children, but refused to give her much more than the bare minimum provision arguing
that had his own family to care for (Hughes, 58). As is already known, Chrissey became a
site of contention for her younger siblings, with Isaac at times using Chrissey to maintain
control over Mary Ann, and Mary Ann wanting to use her newfound independence to
help her older sister in her trying times. Throughout her early career, Eliot attempted to
help Chrissey financially. On different occasions she wrote to Isaac to subtract £5 from
her own inheritance in order to help Chrissey pay for her children’s schooling, and in
1857 when Chrissey and a few of her children fell ill with typhus fever, Mary Ann
directed him to take £15 out of her income to pay for Chrissey to go on a trip for a
“change of air” (Ashton, 159, 182). Even after their long estrangement, Eliot was careful
to include Chrissey’s children in her will, leaving her daughter Emily Clarke £5000
pounds (Williams, 101).
The estrangement between Mary Ann and Chrissey weighed heavily on both
women, especially Mary Ann who feared for her sister's well-being. In 1857, when Mary
Ann finally told her family about her relationship with Lewes, Rosemarie Bodenheimer
suggests “an immediate impetus for the decision to break the news was concern for
Chrissey’s health; [Mary Ann] feared that further lies and floating rumors about her
marital state would interfere with her ability to help her sister” (128). In finally telling her
family that she was living with Lewes, Mary Ann was at least in part hopeful that
freedom from her secret would allow her to better help Chrissey. She wrote to Sara
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Hennell in June of 1857: “I do not think Chrissey will give up correspondence with me in
any case, and that is that point I most care about, as I shall still be able to help her as far
as my means will allow” (GEL, 2:343). Perhaps Mary Ann misjudged the weight of her
secret or the influence Isaac had on the rest of the family, but unfortunately, she was
wrong about Chrissey continuing to keep in contact with her and the two sisters did not
speak for almost two years.
The separation of Mary Ann and Chrissey weighed heavily on both sisters, but it
wasn’t until Chrissey was on her deathbed that contact was re-established between the
two women. In February of 1859, after suffering from consumption for quite some time,
Chrissey wrote to Eliot. In a letter from the end of that month, Eliot recounts Chrissey’s
letter to Cara Bray, reporting that her sister wrote to her “regretting that she ever ceased
to write me” (GEL, 3:24). Mary Ann expressed that the letter had “ploughed” her heart
and that she wished to see Chrissey if she felt the same (GEL, 3:24). Chrissey’s daughter
Emily replied to her aunt saying that Chrissey did in fact wish to see Mary Ann, but it
would appear that Lewes was not too keen about the reunion (Ashton, 215). Lewes knew
what the initial toll the family’s rejection had on Mary Ann and did not wish her to go
through the pain once again. In his journal he wrote “I almost wish the silence had never
been broken. She had got used to that” (Ashton, 215). Mary Ann did not end up going to
see Chrissey before she died. Chrissey passed on March 15 1859 at age 45, two years
younger than her mother had been when she died (Ashton, 214).
It is a tragedy that two sisters, who so clearly cared deeply about each other’s
happiness, would be separated from one another and reunited only in death. In examining
the plights of both Chrissey and George Eliot, it is hard not to point at least partially
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blame the men in their lives for interrupting a relationship that had little to do with them.
Isaac, of course, created the original problem, excommunicating Mary Ann from the
Evans family and insisting that Chrissey follow his lead. While this may have been
common practice for Eliot’s time, the decision to cut contact caused pain for all involved.
With Chrissey’s financial troubles and situation as a single mother raising as many as six
children at a time, one wonders if she might have felt obligated to do as Isaac said in
order to protect herself financially. She was not like Mary Ann; she was not independent
or rebellious, she had no way of providing for herself and so had to rely on the men in her
life, and this unfortunately meant following the rules Isaac set, no matter how harsh or
overbearing.
The separation of female or sisterly relationships also occurs in George Eliot’s
fiction, particularly the relationship between Maggie Tulliver and Lucy Deane. As
already established, in terms of her many fictional characters, Maggie Tulliver is the
closest mirror to George Eliot especially in her younger days. As demonstrated earlier,
Maggie’s cousin Lucy is also a very close representation of Chrissey in terms of looks,
attitude, and personality. Though Maggie and Lucy are cousins by relation instead of
sisters, their bond towards the second half of The Mill on the Floss could be said to be
just as strong as if they were born sisters as George Eliot and Chrissey were.
In the later part of the book, as Tom and Maggie both enter their early adult years,
Maggie goes to live with Lucy and her Aunt and Uncle Deane. Though perhaps painted
as rivals as children, Lucy is overjoyed and eager to have Maggie as her companion and
quickly takes her under her wing. Lucy brings Maggie into the folds of her happy social
life in St. Oggs, introducing her to her friends and her fiancé, the handsome, rich, and
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clever, Stephen Guest. Unfortunately, Stephen Guest is also the reason that Maggie and
Lucy are torn apart when the three of them become a love triangle. Like Mary Ann
though, Maggie is always reluctant to harm Lucy despite her own desires, and rejects
Guest and his advances. “I cannot marry you” Maggie eventually tells Guest. “I cannot
take a good for myself that has been wrung out of their [Lucy and Phillip's] misery. . . I
will confess everything -- Lucy will believe me -- she will forgive you. And -- and -- O,
some good will come by clinging to the right” (The Mill on the Floss, 3:229). Despite
much heartache and turmoil on the part of both young women, they–like Mary Ann and
Chrissey–are reunited in intimacy in the end:
‘Lucy,’ said Maggie, with another great effort, ‘I pray to God continually that I
may never be the cause of sorrow to you any more.’ She pressed the little hand
that she held between hers and looked up into the face that was bent over hers.
Lucy never forgot that look. ‘Maggie,’ she said in a low voice, that had the
solemnity of confession in it, ‘you are better than I am. I can't . . .’ She broke off
there, and said no more. But they clasped each other again in a last embrace (The
Mill on the Floss, 3:290).
Despite so much family strife and turmoil, Eliot was unequivocally successful in
her life and career. Her longing for unconditional love and her own experience dealing
with complicated family and romantic relationships allowed her to create fictional stories
that unpack some of the innermost anxieties we have as human beings. She took her
struggle and made art, finding support and love not necessarily where she wanted it, but
where she could. Though it does not do much good to ask “what if,” one wonders what
else George Eliot could have accomplished if she had the support of her family, and
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particularly that of Chrissey. As a woman of the Victorian Era, George Eliot was already
remarkable in terms of her intellect, independence, and of course her career. She broke
boundaries for women during her time, and did receive the acclaim of brilliant, respected
men and women in her literary achievements. However, the most crucial female support
in her life, would still have been that of her own flesh and blood, the sister she had grown
up learning next to and from. Chrissey died before George Eliot’s true identity as the
successful author of Scenes of Clerical Life (1857) and Adam Bede were revealed to
Eliot’s estranged siblings. Had she been able to confess her authorship to Chrissey she
may not have worn so tightly the “iron mask of [her] incognito” as Eliot called her secret
identity (GEL, 2:424).

CONCLUSION:
Though George Eliot’s life ended almost 142 years ago, so many questions about
her life and fiction have yet to be answered. Her writing talent and ability to build
intricate and realistic worlds and characters at the stroke of a pen is indeed worthy of all
the praise and curiosity it has received over the years by readers, writers, historians,
scholars, and critics alike. To help understand her deeply complex works of fiction, an
exploration of her own formative experiences—such as where George Eliot comes from,
who raised her, who influenced her, and who informed her world view—provides
insights that otherwise would go unnoticed. These are the questions I have explored here
and hope to expand on further in the future.
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The Evans family ideal and their varied relationships perfectly demonstrate the
complicated nature of family dynamics. As with most families, there is both love and hurt
amongst family members. Where family means unconditional love, protection, and
support, it can also mean judgment, control, and difference.
Chrissey, as the oldest of the children born from Christiana and Robert Evans,
was expected to be the perfect child. She bore the weight of being the example for her
younger siblings, and her passive nature demonstrates this. She was the eldest female
child who did everything that was expected of her, including upholding family
expectations and fulfilling the Victorian role of a woman as wife and mother. This,
unfortunately, was also her downfall in the end. Isaac, the oldest boy, from his first days
was burdened with the responsibility of upholding the Evans name and making it even
greater than his father had before him. He knew from a young age he would someday be
responsible for everything around him, including his two sisters, and perhaps let the fear
of this burden get the best of him at times. Though prideful, Isaac loved his family and
sought to be the best Victorian man for them possible.
In summary, we have Mary Ann, our pensive and curious rebel. From her
childhood, we find evidence that she was brighter than the other Evans children and that
she craved the affection and respect of her siblings, even though she rebelled against their
restrictions and expectations. Above all, she idolized her older siblings Isaac and
Chrissey till their final days, even when her love for them brought her pain.
Thanks to George Eliot’s own personal writings, which shed light on the
autobiographical elements of her fictional works such as Adam Bede and The Mill on the
Floss, scholars have had the opportunity to learn about George Eliot and her family.
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While biographers have spent many years examining the relationships between George
Eliot and the men in her life, specifically Robert and Isaac, there is comparatively little
known about Chrissey, and even less so about George Eliot’s mother Christiana and her
half-siblings Fanny and Robert (Jr). The lack of information does not, however,
necessarily speaks to a lack of significance in terms of Chrissey, Christiana, Fanny, and
Robert’s (Jr) relationships with George Eliot, but rather a lack of historical record that
might still be found in George Eliot manuscripts and archived correspondence.
In this thesis, I have compiled all the existing biographical references to Chrissey
and Christiana Evans from some of the most important biographies of George Eliot,
much more than another 14,000-word biographical assessment has done. And yet I still
feel like there is so much lacking. Chrissey may not have been the most remarkable
Evans, but she certainly meant a great deal to her younger sister and influenced her views
and life choices as any admired older sister might. Similarly, Eliot’s mother Christiana
Evans may not have had the chance to be heavily involved in her daughter’s life, but
more information about her would answer many scholars’ questions of the significance of
mothers in George Eliot’s fiction. Should more records be restored, recovered, or made
accessible, scholarship on Chrissey and Christiana needs to continue. Where are the many
letters exchanged by the sisters before Isaac curtailed their communication? More
information on these two significant women in George Eliot’s life would open doors to
exploring the influence of female relationships in George Eliot’s life and fiction, and of
course might also present leads to discover more about other Evans family members,
including Fanny and Robert (Jr). The search is bound to continue.
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APPENDIX
Annotated Bibliography in Chronological Order by Publication Date
Eliot, George and J.W. Cross. George Eliot’s Life: As Related in Her Letters and
Journals. Cabinet Edition, (1885). The George Eliot Archive, edited by Beverley
Park Rilett, https://GeorgeEliotArchive.org
In the last year of her life, George Eliot married John Cross, a man committed to
continuing his wife’s legacy as England’s greatest novelist. His biography connects his
own observations with solicited reminiscences and a large selection of her own letters
and journal entries, which are presented in chronological order. This life-and-letters form
of biographical presentation allows the reader insight into Eliot’s own thoughts and
feelings, however readers must be aware that the letters have been selected and edited to
portray a particularly appealing view of the author. Cross knew Eliot only in the last
decade of her life, so he collaborated with Eliot’s surviving siblings, Isaac Evans and
Fanny Houghton, in order to provide insight into George Eliot’s childhood, when she was
Mary Anne Evans from Griff. As one might expect from personally connected
biographers, the Cross biography is highly idealized—a bias that must be taken into
account by biographical researchers.

Mottram, William. The True Story of George Eliot: In Relation to “Adam Bede,”
Giving the Real Life History of the More Prominent Characters (1906). The
George Eliot Archive, edited by Beverley Park Rilett,
https://GeorgeEliotArchive.org
William Mottram’s biography of Eliot is also an “insider’s” account by a distant
relation of George Eliot’s connected with her community of origin. Mottram was
interested in revealing the correspondences between Eliot’s relatives and members of her
community and her fictional characters. Despite Eliot’s unwillingness to admit that her
characters were based on real people, Mottram insists that the parallels are numerous and
impossible to ignore for those who knew their real-life models. As his title indicates,
Mottram’s biographical work offers a key to “the real life history of the more prominent
characters.” For example, Mottram comments on the similarities between Robert Evans
and Eliot’s heroic character Adam Bede:
The author guards us against the supposition that Adam Bede is an exact portrayal
of her father, and we are bound to accept her unquestionable authority.
Nevertheless, it is pointed out by her personal friends . . .that much more of her
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experiences in real life crept into her stories than she was fully conscious of or
would even allow (64).
Mottram’s argument is valuable in staking the claim that George Eliot’s fictional
characters are–in at least partly inspired or influenced by her family members. Mottram’s
1906 biography potentially draws criticism for some dated and arguably sexist views of
Eliot and her relationships, especially those with other females, a bias that must be taken
into account when analyzing his claims about Eliot and her influences.

Paterson, Arthur. George Eliot’s Family Life and Letters. (1928). The George Eliot
Archive, edited by Beverley Park Rilett, https://GeorgeEliotArchive.org
Arthur Paterson’s biography was chosen for its focus on George Eliot’s early life.
He pays special attention to the intellectual differences between Eliot and her family and
how these contributed to the eventual excommunication of Eliot from her family. Where
many biographers focus on the happy way Eliot recounts her childhood and the pastoral
landscapes of those days in her fiction, Paterson presents a more negative assessment:
“George Eliot’ ate her heart out slowly in those years growing up in the remote country
Midlands, a restless, tortured creature enclosed in prison bars” (8).
Paterson contends that Robert and Christiana Evans, while hard working, kind,
and generous, were “too severely limited intellectually to understand her [George Eliot]
in the least” (2). He makes the same assertion for Eliot’s siblings, Isaac and Chrissey, as
well as Fanny and Robert, arguing perhaps they might have been “even less capable of
appreciating this littler person of intensely active and original mind” (2). This more
critical approach to the Evans family disregards some of the information known about
Robert, Isaac, and Chrissey’s education. For example, Isaac, Chrissey, and Eliot all
attended boarding schools for approximately the same number of their childhood years.
Robert Evans may have been a poor speller, but he received praise and promotions for his
innovations and deep knowledge as a land agent. Paterson’s insistence on the limited
intellectual capacity of Eliot’s family members is used to emphasize the positive
influence of the Brays as Eliot’s first “intellectual” family, which, Paterson contends, she
“had sorely needed for so long” (11).

Williams, Blanche Colton. George Eliot: A Biography. The Macmillan Company,
1936.
Blanche Colton Williams establishes a firm foundation for arguing that, despite
the lack of extant correspondence between them, George Eliot had very close and loving
relationship with her sister Chrissey. Williams finds references to Chrissey in Eliot’s
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personal correspondence and fiction. For example, she reports that when Chrissey’s
husband Edward died in 1853, Eliot did what she could to provide for her sister
financially and continued to do so during their years of separation (101). Long after
Chrissey’s death, Eliot never forgot her nieces and nephews. Williams notes that Eliot’s
will designates five thousand pounds be given to Chrissey’s daughter, Emily Clarke,
upon Eliot’s death (101).
Williams’s biography includes new biographical references to Chrissey, showing,
however briefly, that the sisters’ bond was a long lasting and loving one. However,
Williams insists the sibling relationship Eliot valued more deeply was with her brother
Isaac; similarly, Eliot’s relationship with her father overshadows the brief mention of
Eliot’s mother in Williams’s biography. This comment is typical: Eliot was “a man’s
woman in her earliest days, when she adored her father and brother” and carried this
same dedication with her into her relationships with both George Henry Lewes and John
Cross (102). This biography demonstrates that the records available for establishing
Eliot’s relationship with her father Robert Evans and brother Isaac Evans are numerous
and may be seen in some of Eliot’s fictional works, such as Adam Bede and The Mill on
the Floss. Williams also notes that a likeness of Chrissey also may be seen in the
character of Lucy Deane from The Mill on the Floss, alongside Isaac’s fictional
counterpart, Tom Tulliver (173).

Haight, Gordon S. George Eliot: A Biography. Oxford University Press: New York,
1968.
One of the most important biographers of George Eliot is Gordon Haight, whose
carefully documented biography provides many of the details of Eliot’s childhood that
other biographies neglect. Haight includes what little information is known about Eliot’s
relationships with her mother Christiana, and sisters Chrissey and Fanny; Haight offers
some significant and rare observations of Christiana Evans, who does not have much of
presence in Eliot’s records. “From what one can learn about [Christiana Evans] she was
an intelligent and thoughtful woman,” Haight says, “efficient in her household and dairy,
well known in the neighborhood for her keen sense of humor and that epigrammatic turn
of phrase made famous by Mrs. Poyser, whose tongue was ‘like a new set razor’” (2-4).
This depiction of Christiana Evans may be the most positive of Eliot’s major biographers.
Haight’s biography also suggests a pattern of frequent comparisons of the Evans
sisters, Chrissey and Mary Ann, in their younger years. Haight proposes that Chrissey
was the more polished, well-behaved child and Eliot the more “queer” and emotional (9).
Despite the sisters’ differences though, Haight also provides evidence that there was a
loving relationship between them when Chrissey named her first daughter–Mary Louisa–
after Mary Ann. He also notes that Eliot remained involved with Chrissey’s children (32).
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This biography also presents some characterization of Fanny Evans, Eliot’s often
forgotten half-sister. Eliot and Fanny’s early relationship, Haight suggests, might have
been enhanced by intellectual compatibility as well as their shared religious views (in the
years before Eliot’s so-called “Holy War”). Haight describes Fanny as “the most
intelligent of them, who shared [Eliot’s] skepticism but was too wise to publish it.”
Haight’s brief assessment of Fanny appears to provide a unique insight into her character.

Redinger, Ruby V. George Eliot: The Emergent Self. Alfred A Knopf, 1975.
Ruby Redinger’s is another biography of George Eliot that includes new
information on both Christiana and Fanny Evans, the Evans family members that are
largely missing from other scholarship on Eliot. Redinger considers why Christiana
seems to be absent from Eliot’s personal and fictional writing, and she proposes that
Christiana, like many other Victorian women, may have struggled to “desire the families
they produced” (29). Sending her children away to boarding school at a very young age,
according to Redinger, suggests Christiana’s desire for distance from them. Redinger’s
speculation about Christiana, though offered without evidence, is interesting to consider
alongside McCormack’s supposition that Christiana may have had a drug or alcohol
addiction.
Redinger also presents a sympathetic view of two of Eliot’s older siblings, Fanny
and Isaac Evans. She points out the tragic life that Fanny Evans must have led, losing her
mother at only four and being made to leave home at only fourteen. “Fanny’s life had not
been one to mold a warmly affectionate nature, although it might well have equipped her
with particular wisdom and worldly tolerance,” Redinger says (31). Though Redinger is
sharply critical of Isaac for invoking the communication ban that estranged Eliot from her
family members for 23 years, Redinger also suggests Eliot would not have had the
opportunity to become the author she was without him:
If Isaac had remained in her life, George Eliot could not have written The Mill on
the Floss. She never would have been free of the inhibiting awareness of his
constant disapproval and the attendant, uneasy doubt that she alone was to blame
for the deep trouble between them. Negative as it was in itself, Isaac's deliberate
shutting himself off from her may have been the final step needed to liberate the
full force of her creative power (345).

Bodenheimer, Rosemarie. The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George Eliot, Her
Letters and Fiction. Cornell University Press: London, 1994.
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Rather than attempting to be a comprehensive overview, this biography by
Rosemarie Bodenheimer focuses on a few key events in Eliot’s life. For example,
Bodenheimer offers an in-depth analysis of the “Holy War” that erupted between Eliot
and her father Robert soon after their move to Foleshill in 1840. Bodenheimer suggests
that the tension that led to the “four-month standoff” between daughter and father was
slowly building within Eliot throughout the moving process, as it began to make Mary
Ann question her own position and value within the Evans family (59).
The “Holy War,” Bodenheimer suggests, is one of the first demonstrations of the
gap Eliot felt between her “inner life and family life” (61). In her rebellion, Bodenheimer
contends that Eliot was attempting to test the unconditional love her family had for her,
and whether it was contingent on the beliefs (or lack of belief) she held. Unfortunately,
this test did not work out as Eliot had hoped and instead fractured bonds within the Evans
family, especially between Eliot and her father. This situation, Bodenheimer argues,
allowed Isaac the first opportunity to enforce his own influence on his younger sister,
when he stepped in as mediator between Eliot and the rest of the Evans family during the
Holy War rupture. Bodenheimer suggests that Isaac’s behavior was a preview of the way
he would later treat his siblings, later enforcing Eliot’s excommunication from the family
when he learned she was living unmarried with George Henry Lewes.

Ashton, Rosemary. George Eliot: A Life. Allen Lane, The Penguin Press. 1996.
Rosemary Ashton’s biography, which relies on and updates Gordon Haight’s
heavily documented biography, provides a crucial feminist interpretation of Eliot’s
relationships with her father and brother. For example, Ashton emphasizes the more stern
and shrewd side of Robert Evans, focusing on his expectations of respect and obedience:
Mary Anne no doubt observed his firm - sometimes even harsh management of
the farms and their tenants on the one hand, and his obedient respect for his
superiors on the other. But she also knew her father's independence and
stubbornness. He was not always obsequious towards the Newdigate family. A
strong streak of self-righteousness and a forceful sense of right and wrong could
overcome his tendency to obey authority (15).
While acknowledging Eliot’s devotion to her father, Ashton’s biography exposes a darker
side of Robert Evans and suggests he was not the ideal father or as much like Adam
Bede’s characters as other biographers have interpreted. For example, referencing reports
from Cara Bray, Ashton points out that it was only once Robert found out he might die
suddenly in his later years that he took “opportunities now of saying kind things to M.A.,
contrary to his wont” (67).
In terms of Eliot’s relationship with Isaac, Ashton calls out the bullying Eliot
suffered at the hands of her brother, behavior that Ashton notes is consistent with the
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treatment of Tom toward his little sister Maggie in The Mill on the Floss. Ashton also
points to a letter from Eliot to the Brays concerning Isaac’s insistence that she should stay
longer with Chrissey after her husband Edward’s death, rather than returning to work in
London as “an example of precisely the kind of tragic family dissent which she created
between Maggie and Tom Tulliver in her most autobiographical novel, The Mill on the
Floss” (103)”

McCormack, Kathleen. George Eliot and Intoxication: Dangerous Drugs for the
Condition of England. Palgrave Macmillan, 2000. pp. 202-208.
In the epilogue to her analysis of the themes of intoxication and alcoholism in
George Eliot’s fiction, Kathleen McCormack makes very interesting claims that Eliot
may have had the first-hand experience of watching a loved one—specifically her
mother, Christiana Evans—struggle with alcoholism. Eliot’s depiction of a middle-class
woman struggling with alcoholism in “Janet’s Repentance” is a unique fictional situation
that McCormack suggests could have been inspired by Eliot’s mother’s struggles.
McCormack’s “Coda” (pp 202-208), in which she raises this question, is not intended to
be a fully fleshed-out argument; nevertheless, her hypothesis is compelling.
McCormack notes that biographers Ruby Redinger and Gordon Haight have
shown that Christiana Evans seemed to struggle mentally and physically, and that she
was largely absent from her daughter’s life. After becoming sick and losing twin boys in
1821, Christiana never quite seems to recover. “As an invalid,” McCormack says,
“whether for medicine or recreation, she [Christiana] had an excuse to resort to such
remedies whose ingredients consisted almost entirely of alcoholism and opium” (204).
Along with Eliot’s accurate depictions of alcoholism in her fiction, McCormack provides
evidence that Christiana would visit a “Mr Jeffery’s Hotel” more often than Robert Evans
did himself, which may suggest Christiana was spending time at the pub when they went
into town together while her husband was performing other duties (204). The other piece
of evidence provides are financial records from the Evans’s Griff home, showing the
Evans’s made large purchases of alcohol (204). McCormack’s suggestion that Christiana
could have been an alcoholic or an opium addict is no more than speculative, but it opens
up more questions about Christiana Evans and the effect she had on her daughter.

Hughes, Kathryn. “Enter the Aunts . . .” The George Eliot Review, (2011). George
Eliot Review Online, edited by Beverley Park Rilett,
https://georgeeliotreview.org/
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In her article, Kathryn Hughes suggests a deeper relationship between Eliot and
her aunts from the Pearson side of her family than has been known before. With so little
information about Eliot’s mother Christiana Pearson in the George Eliot biographies,
Hughes’s article attempts to fill this gap. She confirms what other biographers have
generally assumed—that the Pearson aunts (Mary, Ann, and Elizabeth) were the primary
inspiration for the Dodson sisters in Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss. Unlike the judgmental
relationship between the Dodson sisters and Maggie Tulliver however, Hughes finds that
the Pearson aunts were “'greatly impressed' by the 'cleverness' of their niece and are
happy to recognize that she is 'no ordinary child'” (55). Hughes also reveals that Eliot and
her sister Chrissey came into an inheritance from their Aunt Mary Evarard (formerly
Pearson) upon her death. Most notably, this inheritance had a unique condition that
should her nieces marry, their husbands would have no legal claim to any of the money
or property inherited from Mary’s estate; instead, it would be placed directly under the
control of the niece (57). This condition, Hughes suggests, stemmed from two
motivations: Mary Evarard herself had enjoyed financial independence in her married life
and greatly benefited from it; and Mary Evarard had seen concerning financial issues
arising in Chrissey’s marriage to Edward Clarke and hoped to protect her niece from
Edward’s debts. This information about Eliot’s Aunt Mary provides additional context
for Eliot’s independence throughout her adult life.

Paterson, David. Fair Seed-Time: Robert Evans, Francis Newdigate, and the Making
of George Eliot. Matador, 2019.
David Paterson’s biography is unique in that its main focus is not on the life of
George Eliot but rather her father, Robert Evans. While many scholars have noted and
discussed the deep bond between father and daughter, Paterson is the first to do an indepth analysis of the life and career of Robert Evans. Paterson offers detailed information
about Robert’s career as a land agent, a role he largely built for himself through his own
hard work and strategic social connections. The relationship between the Evans and the
powerful Newdigate family is also examined. Paterson suggests that Arbury Hall and a
handful of the Newdigate family members provided the inspiration behind characters
such as Arthur Donnithorne in Adam Bede. Broader information about Robert Evans’s
career and friendships shed further light on Eliot’s upbringing and family life, and the
lessons she learned as Robert Evans’s daughter.

i

George Eliot has been known by many variations of her birth name (Mary Ann, Mary Anne, Marian). To
avoid confusion, and because the majority of my research focuses on George Eliot in her younger years, I
will be referring to her as Mary Ann when discussing her before the year of 1857, when she first adopted
the pseudonym, George Eliot.

